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Thrombophlebitis of the superficial veins (SVT)
of the leg is usually regarded as a mild and uncom-
plicated disease. Although this is generally true in
the case of acute thrombosis of the branches of the
saphenous vein, the natural history of SVT involving
the main trunk may not be as benign. The associa-
tion of SVT with deep venous thrombosis (DVT)
has been reported to range from 17% to 40%.1,2 In
a recent study, the progression of the thrombotic
process from the greater saphenous vein into the
deep venous system has been reported in 8.6% of the
cases, of which 10% embolized to the lungs, where-
as no clinical symptoms of pulmonary embolism
(PE) occurred when SVT did not involve the deep
venous system.3 The true frequency of PE is likely to
have been underestimated in this study, because only
patients in whom clinical manifestations suggestive
of this complication developed underwent objective
testing.3 It is well known that, in patients with DVT
scintigrafic findings compatible with PE are found in
approximately 50% of cases, although the most of
these emboli are clinically silent.4-6
To assess the true rate of PE arising as a compli-
cation of SVT, we performed perfusional lung scan-
ning and chest radiography in a consecutive series of
patients with SVT of the greater saphenous vein of
the thigh. 
METHODS
Consecutive ambulant outpatients, in whom there
was the clinical suspicion of acute SVT of the greater
saphenous vein involving the above-knee segment,
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Purpose: The rate of objectively proven pulmonary embolism in patients with throm-
bophlebitis of the greater saphenous vein was studied.
Methods: Consecutive ambulant patients with thrombophlebitis of the greater saphenous
vein, involving the above-knee segment, underwent a complete venous echo color
Doppler examination of the lower limbs, perfusion lung scanning, and chest radiogra-
phy. A high probability of pulmonary embolism was defined as the presence of two or
more large segmental defects, one large and two or more moderate perfusion defects, or
four or more moderate perfusion defects, with no corresponding abnormality found by
means of chest radiography. 
Results: Of the 21 patients included in the study, findings compatible with a high prob-
ability of pulmonary embolism were detected in seven patients (33.3%; 95% CI, 14.6 to
57.0), although clinical symptoms of pulmonary embolism were present only in one
patient. No association was found between the presence of thrombosis at the saphe-
nofemoral junction and the risk for pulmonary embolism. 
Conclusion: The rate of pulmonary embolism in patients with thrombophlebitis of the
greater saphenous vein is unexpectedly high. This risk is similarly high in patients with
thrombosis at the saphenofemoral junction and in patients without thrombosis at the
saphenofemoral junction. Our results are consistent with those of other recent investi-
gations and suggest that superficial thrombophlebitis of the thigh is not as benign a dis-
ease entity as previously described. (J Vasc Surg 1999;30:1113-5.)
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who were referred to the Unit Care of Angiology of
the University Hospital of Padua from October 1997
to May 1998 were eligible for the study. Eligible
patients had an extensive noninvasive study with
venous echo color Doppler (Acuson XP 128 and
Hewlett Packard Sonos 5500) of both legs, including
the superficial vein system, the posterior tibial and
peroneal veins, the popliteal, femoral and iliac veins,
and the inferior cava vein. Patients in whom the clin-
ical suspicion was not confirmed were excluded from
the investigation, as were patients with involvement of
the deep venous system, patients with signs of venous
thrombosis in other peripheral body districts or a his-
tory of earlier venous thromboembolism, pregnant
patients, and those patients who refused to give their
informed consent. The involvement of the saphe-
nofemoral junction was defined as the presence of a
thrombosis involving the greater saphenous vein to a
point less than 3 cm from the common femoral vein.
Recruited patients underwent chest radiography
and perfusion lung scanning within 3 hours after the
diagnosis of isolated SVT of the thigh was made by
means of duplex scanning. Six-view perfusion lung
scans were performed with technetium-99m-macroag-
gregated albumin. In patients with clinical symptoms
of PE, ventilation lung scanning was also scheduled.
Routine ventilation lung scanning in asymptomatic
patients was not allowed by the local institutional
board. By means of the results of objective tests,
patients were classified in three categories: those
patients with normal or near normal lung scanning
results, those patients with a high probability of PE,
and those patients with an intermediate (non-high)
probability of PE. A high probability of PE was
defined as the presence of two or more large segmen-
tal defects, one large and two or more moderate per-
fusion defects, or four or more moderate perfusion
defects, with no corresponding abnormality found by
means of chest radiography or ventilation. A lung scan
was defined as normal or near normal in the absence
of perfusion abnormalities or in the presence of non-
segmental perfusion defects with corresponding
abnormalities detected by means of chest radiography
or ventilation. All the other situations were regarded as
an intermediate probability of PE.
The rate of PE and its 95% confidence intervals
(CI) in the cohort of patients with SVT and the dif-
ferences between the demographic and clinical char-
acteristics of patients with and without findings sug-
gestive of PE were calculated with standard methods.
The Fisher exact test was used for the categorical
variables, and the Student t test was used for the con-
tinuous variables. P values lower than .05 were con-
sidered statistically significant. 
The local institutional board approved the study
protocol.
RESULTS
Of the 25 eligible patients, three patients were
excluded because of the extension of the thrombo-
sis in the common femoral vein, and one patient
was excluded because of pregnancy. Thus, 21
patients with SVT of the thigh were included in the
study. 
At the time of recruitment, clinical symptoms sug-
gestive of PE were present in one patient. The results
of perfusion lung scanning were normal or near nor-
mal in 14 patients (66.6%), whereas findings compat-
ible with a high probability of PE were found in seven
patients (33.3%; 95% CI, 14.6 to 57.0), including the
symptomatic patient, by means of the combination of
lung scanning with chest radiography.
The main demographic and clinical characteris-
tics of study patients are shown in Table I; they are
listed separately for those patients with the scinti-
graphic demonstration of PE and those patients
without the scintigraphic demonstration of PE. As
shown in the table, no significant differences were
observed between the two cohorts for age, sex,
patient-doctor delay (interval between the onset of
symptoms and the ultrasound examination), dis-
tance of thrombosis from the common femoral vein,
and the presence of risk factors for venous thrombo-
sis. The involvement of the saphenofemoral junction
was demonstrated in two of seven patients with PE
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Table I. Study patient characteristics
PE Non-PE
Features (N = 7) (N = 14)
Age (years; mean, range) 64 60
(60 to 78) (22 to 84)
Sex (men:women) 3:4 8:6
PDD (days; mean, range) 7 (2 to 9) 8 (2 to 10)
Risk factors for venous thrombosis
Varicose veins 5 12
Previous SVT 2 4
Recent (within 3 months) surgery 1 0
Recent (within 3 months) trauma 0 1
Prolonged (> 7 days) immobilization 0 1
Cancer 0 1
Ongoing prophylactic heparin 2 3
Involvement of the SFJ 2 5
Mean distance of the thrombus head 10.5 9.0
from the SFJ (cm)
PE, Pulmonary embolism; PDD, patient-doctor delay (interval
between the onset of symptoms and the examination); SVT,
superficial vein thrombosis; SFJ, saphenofemoral junction.
(28.6%), and in five of the 14 patients without PE
(35.7%; non-significant difference). 
DISCUSSION
The rate of PE observed in our cohort of
patients with SVT of the thigh that did not involve
the deep venous system of the leg was unexpectedly
high. In fact, of the 21 consecutive patients under-
going objective lung investigations, findings sugges-
tive of PE were found in seven patients, although
clinical symptoms suggestive of this complication
were present only in one patient. PE was as likely to
develop in patients free from thrombi at the saphe-
nofemoral junction as in patients with thrombosis
involving the junction. Because the deep vein sys-
tems of both legs at the time of investigation were
free from thrombi and thrombotic disease was not
detectable in any other body district, it is likely that
thrombotic material dislodged directly from the
superficial veins of the thigh into the pulmonary cir-
culation. These results are consistent with those of
other recent investigations,1-3 and strongly suggest
that SVT is not always as benign and self-limiting as
described. Because, however, our investigation was
confined to ambulant outpatients, our conclusions
cannot be generalized to all patients with SVT. 
Our diagnostic approach did not include routine
ventilation lung scanning in asymptomatic patients.
Our results might, therefore, have overestimated the
rate of PE, as defined according to the criteria of the
Prospective Investigation of Pulmonary Embolism
Diagnosis (PIOPED) study.7 However, a re-evalua-
tion of objective findings from patients enrolled in
the PIOPED study showed that the frequency of PE
among patients with different scan categories was not
significantly different with perfusion scanning alone
or combined perfusion/ventilation studies.8 Reliable
information could indeed be obtained if interpreta-
tion of perfusion scans was classified as high, low, or
near normal/normal, in combination with chest radi-
ography.8 Surprisingly, we did not observe cases with
intermediate probability of PE. This finding was like-
ly caused by the low sample size. 
In conclusion, our results, although obtained in
a small series of patients, strongly suggest that find-
ings suggestive of PE are to be expected in a sur-
prisingly high number of patients with SVT. Future
ample studies are warranted to better explore the
risk for DVT, PE, or both in patients with superficial
thrombophlebitis of the thigh and to evaluate defin-
itively the benefit-to-risk ratio of proper anticoagu-
lant therapies in this disease.
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